In This Gulf of Fire Mark Molesky presents a highly enjoyable reading of the Lisbon earthquake of November 1st, 1755. The subject of the book has a long historiography and recently in 2005, the year of the 250th anniversary of the disaster, a series of new works were published. Many of these did not present considerable novelties, being essentially commemorative editions that evoked the destruction of the Portuguese capital, its resurrection under the government of the Marquis of Pombal, the Prime-Minister of King José I of Portugal, and the impact of the earthquake in the intellectual world of the eighteenth-century.
Molesky's book covers all these topics, but offers something different-an actual history of the earthquake. The devastation of Lisbon by a violent earthquake followed by a tsunami and a series of blazes, umbilically linked the city to an earthquake that caused a trail of destruction across southern Iberia and Morocco, and whose shocks were felt in Italy, England, Ireland, Holland and Barbados. Based on more or less new sources scattered across eleven countries, the author is able to present a global narrative of the events that took place in Lisbon on All Saints Day 1755, linking the Portuguese capital to other places affected by the earthquake.
One of the great strengths of this book is the way in which the author is able to articulate his vast collection of sources with the most recent scientific studies on earthquakes, tsunamis and firestorms, offering to his reader a detailed description of the different stages of the destruction of Lisbon. The chapter dedicated to the Dantesque fires which blazed the city center is a fine example of Molesky's ability to articulate his sources and the science behind the events of 1755. In this chapter, the author, after a detailed survey of the accounts made by survivors and witnesses, identifies the 'large fire' as a firestorm, relating these descriptions to other well-documented and studied firestorms that took place during World War II.
Molesky's research in archives across eleven countries allowed him to provide a broader perspective beyond known Portuguese, Spanish, British and French sources on the earthquake and its political, economic, and intellectual impact. The vast and rich number of sources studied by the author allowed him to analyze how all kinds of information concerning the earthquake circulated within Europe and between different continents, offering to his readers the many repercussions that the disaster had in Europe and beyond. His research in Italian, German and Austrian archives, for example, casts a new light on how aid offered by different European rulers and polities to the Portuguese was heavily influenced by the commercial and political alignments that shaped mid-eighteenth-century Europe.
Molesky dedicates the last chapter to two figures that are linked inextricably to the earthquake: the Marquis of Pombal (Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo) and Voltaire. As in other works on the disaster of 1755, the rise and fall of Pombal is the subject of a good number of pages, but the author's analysis does not add anything new, and follows the perspective established by historians such as Kenneth Maxwell. Nonetheless, readers who do not have much knowledge of Portuguese history will find these pages interesting and useful. As an intellectual historian of the Enlightenment, Molesky surveys the intellectual debates instigated by the earthquake exploring with some detail the reactions of Voltaire, as well as other relevant names of the period such as Kant and Rousseau. As in the case of the Pombal, the author does not present any novelty, but offers to his readers a useful review of the discussions stimulated by the earthquake.
Molesky works with a vast range of materials in different languages, but he privileges British sources. The author accepts somewhat uncritically a number of the British accounts on Portuguese social and religious practices, without taking into consideration the need that the authors of these documents had to state their Protestantism and Britishness by presenting the locals as superstitious, bigoted, and culturally retrograde Catholics. This focus on English-written documents leads to some exaggerations. For example, while mentioning the aristocratic practice of courting young aristocratic nuns, Molesky suggests that there was little distinction between the convents and the brothels of Lisbon. The author's decision to include 30 pages dedicated to a short (and sometimes inaccurate) summary of Portugal's history since the Palaeolithic, although probably helpful to some readers without any knowledge of the country's history, stand awkwardly in relation to the rest of the book.
Despite these small problems, This Gulf of Fire is a well-written monograph that will certainly be a reference for future studies on the Great Lisbon earthquake of 1755.
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